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ABSTRACT

BEDA FOMM: AN OPERATIONAL ANALYSIS by Lieutenant Colonel
James G. Bierwirth, U.S.A. 140 pages.

This study analyzes the Army’s doctrinal definition of the
battlefield framework using British operations against the
Italians in North Africa during the period, June 1940
through February 1941. This example illustrates how
commanders can consider the battlefield framework in
organizing combat power.

The study explains how commanders at the tactical and
operational levels of war use the concepts of area of
operations, battle space, and battlefield organization.
This study also shows why tactical and operational
commanders must consider each other’s battlefield framework.
It shows how actions in one commander’s framework affects
the other’s.

This study analyzes, through the battlefield framework,
General Wavell’s actions as the operational commander and
their effects on the tactical commander, Lieutenant General
O’Connor. Additionally, the study analyzes Lieutenant
General O’Connor’s battlefield framework and how actions at
the tactical level created opportunities for the operational
commander.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

There is evidence to conclude that the Army needs to
look at offensive operations through the perspective of a
campaign other than Desert Storm. The U.S. Army’s
cornerstone manual for doctrine, Field Manual (FM) 100-5,
uses Operation Desert Storm among others as a historical
example to explain its doctrine. This example, however, is
just a short synopsis of the campaign, and does not explain
the campaign in terms that relate back to doctrinal

explanation.

Thesis Question

The 1993 version of FM 100-5 changes the battlefield
framework irom five fairly precise subheadings to three.
These are area of operations, battle space, and battlefield
organization. Battle space and battlefiéld organization are
new terms, while area of operations is defined in
essentially the same terms as in the 1986 version. These
three terms are explained in a general way, but the
historical perspective of Desert Storm included in this
gsection of the manual does not specifiéally address the

terms in the description of operations. I believe this is




an omission in FM 100-5. This thesis will answer the
question: Can the elements of the battlefield framework be
used to analyze operations? This primary question suggests
two important subordinate questions. First, Can the link
between the operational and tactical levels of war be
analyzed by using the battlefield framework? And, Second,
Can this analysis show how the two levels of command must
consider the other’s framework? By using British operations
in North Africa as an example, I will show how these terms

can be used to analyze historical operations.

Doctrinal Terms
Doctrinal terms will be used throughout the study.

They will be developed fully in Chapter IV, and to remain
consistent will come directly from the 1993 edition of FM
100-5. Key terms taken directly from FM 100-5 are:

Drea of operations. "Within a theater of operations,
the JFC may define the lateral, rear, and forward boundaries

of a geographical area of operations, including the air

space above. "1 "
Battlefield framewoxrk. "This battlefield framework

establishes an area of geographical and operational
responsibility for the commander and provides a way to

visualize how he will employ his forces against the enemy.“z




Battlefield organization. "Three closely relaﬁed sets

of activiﬁies characterize operations within an AO [Area of
Operat.ons] - deep, close, and rear operations."3

Battle space. "Battle space includes the combat power
of all friendly forces that can be brought to bear on the
enemy, including joint and combined forces. "4

QOperational Art. "Operational art is the skillful
employment of military forces to attain strategic and/or
operational objectives within a theater through the design,
organization, integration, and conduct of theater
strategies, campaigns, major operations, and battles.">

Tactical level of war. "At the tactical level of
war, battles and engagements are planned and executed to
accomplish military objectives assigned to tactical units or

task forces."6

- Di .

The discussion of the battlefield framework before
and after publication of FM 100-5 has not cleared up this
gap in doctrine. Articles by the Army’s Chief of Staff and
the commander of the Army’s Training and Doctrine command
have only discussed the need for a new doctrine, new
elements of the doctrine, but neither has addressed the new
definition of the battlefield framework and how these

elements work together.7




In his article of December 1993, The TRADOC
commander only briefly addressed the second element of the
battlefield framework, battle space as " a new thought to
expand our thinking beyond the necessarily linear confines
of the Cold War."8 Additionally he wrote battle space
"ghould force us to remember that battle does not have to be
linear or contiguous and that concentrating effects, not
necessarily always forces, is the aim of mass."? This adds
to an understanding of battle space, but it does not help
close the _ap of how the battlefield framework works
together, nor does it add to understanding the framework at
the tactical and operational “.cvels of war.

Two serving corps commanders entered the discussion
in the December 1993 issue of Military Review. General Paul
E. Funk, III Corps commander described battle space as

Battle space provides a framework for commanders to view
potential missions, freeing their thoughts from physical
restrictions and allowing them to consider mission,
enemy, terraint troops, and_timfoavailable uninhibited
by externally imposed graphics.

While this is in line with the doctrinal definition,
his discussion of battle space from squad through task force
level only addressed actions within each leaders area of
operations. He did not address the element of battle space
that extends beyond a commander’s area of operations.

Additionally, he did not show how battle space

considerations lead to battlefield organization.




In his article, General Funk generated a number of
battle space questions for each level of leadership. He did
not, however, show how answering these questions could lead

to battlefield organization.11

In all, this article only
addressed one aspect of the battlefield framework and did
not show how the elements of battlefield framework relate to
each other.

LTG H. Hugh Shelton of XVIII Airborne Corps, in his
article, confused the terms battle space and area of
operations. He addressed how battle space consideration
adds depth to the battlefield: "Simultaneous attack of
enemy formations or critical points throughout the battle
space will cause the enemy to lose the coherence of his
attack or defense."l? while attack in depth throughout a.
§iven battle space is important, General Shelton did not
explain the key element of who controlled the attacks.
Additionally he did not explain how simultaneous attack in
different areas of operations provide effects on the battle
space of different commanders.

General Shelton used Desert Storm as the example in
his article. 1In it he confused the terms area of operation,
battle space, and battlefield organization. "Corps achieved
depth through the placement of corps forces in the battle
space: the covering force area, main battle area and rear
area."13 This statement does not consider how this

organization was affected by a consideration of the corps’




entire battle space. It does not consider portions of the
battle space that were beyond the area of operations. The
key question is: How did a consideration of units adjacent
to the corps, such as Arab coalition forces and Marines
affect the way the corps commander organized the covering
force, main battle area, and the rear area?

What is missing in both corps commanders articles is
how actions outside the corps area of operations, but within
the battle space, affect operations to include organizing
forces on the battlefield. Additionally, they do not
consider the effects on the enemy by actions of adjacent
units within the battle space and how these actions can be
synchronized with their own to generate gfeater destruction
of the enemy. This thesis is an attempt to £ill this void.

Sources

To describe the actual campaign a number of
comprehensive histories were used. These include the
official British history of the Mediterranean theater of
war. Other major works in this area include; Barrie Pitt’s
The Crucible of War, Western Desert, 15941, Correlli
Barnett’s The Desert Generals, and C.N. Barclay’s Against
Great Odds. Barclay'’s book quotes extensively from General
Richard O’Connor’s typewritten after action report of the

campaign. Numerous other books and professional journal




articles contributed to a complete picture of this campaign

and its significance to today’s soldiers.

Significance of the Study

This study is significant to military professionals
of the late twentieth century for three reasons. First, it
will help soldiers focus their understanding of 1993
doctrinal terms as they study military history during self-
development and formal military education. Second, it may
assist in integrating tactical and military history
instruction at Army schools. And third, by using another
nation’s campaign as the historical example, it may help one
of our closest allies understand our doctrine in a
historically familiar setting.

The campaign itself is significant in that it is an
example of a single corps, initiall& known as Western Desert
Force, along with air and naval forces conducting an
operational campaign to achieve a strategic goal. The
campaign was a dramatic success for a British force that
never exceeded 32,000 men over an Italian force that
numbered 250,000. This campaign can serve well as an
example for the U.S Army to study, as the Western Desert
Force and the British Middle East Command, in 1940 and 1941,
operated under many of the conditions our doctrine states

U.S. forces will face in the 1990s.




The first of these conditions, which is consistent
throughout FM 100-5, is the requirement to fight as a joint
force. The U.S. Army of the late twentieth century will not
fight alone. It will fight an integrated joint campaign
with air, sea, and special operations forces. The British
Middle East Command of 1940-1941 also fought a joint
campaign. Included were: ground combat operations that
pushed the Italians out of Egypt to their destruction in
eastern Libya; and an air campaign that provided close air
support, interdiction against Italian lines of
communication, and offensive air actions to destroy the
Italian air force. A naval campaign in conjunction with air
and ground operations also was fully integrated throughout
the theater. Operations by the Royal Navy provided close
support to ground forces énd interdiction with naval gunfire
against Italian forces along the Mediterranean coast.
Additionally, the Royal Navy supported the campaign by
dominating the sea lines of communication between Italy and
Libya with attacks on Italian convoys, along with protection
of supply and equipment convoys from Great Britain. A
fledgling special operations force added to the campaign by
harassing the Italian southern desert flank and diverting
forces and attention away from the decisive area.

Another condition of today’s operations is that a
unified commander-in-chief will command all forces in a

designated theater. To coordinate joint operations the




United States has developed unified commands that are
responsible for a specific geographic area of the world. 1In
contrast to modern American unified commands, the British
Middle East Command of 1940, commanded by General Archibald
Wavell, was responsible for land operations. Naval forces
were under command of the Naval Commander in Chief,
Mediterranean; and air forces were commanded by the Air
Officer Commanding, Middle East. These three separate
commanders were responsible to the government in London, but
were required to coordinate their efforts. This command
arrangement may seem unwieldy to today’s officers, but it
did work in action, as will be seen throughout this work.
The fact that it did work is a tribute to the
professionalism and the unique personal relationships among
the commanders. |

This was a huge area to control as the British
Middle East Command govered Egypt, the Sudan, Palestine,
Transjordan, Cyprus, British Somaliland, Aden, Iraq, and the
Persian Gulf. This large area relates directly to the
organization of a unified command’s area of responsibility
as described in the Army’s doctrine of 1993. All of Middle
East Command in 1940 was essentially a theater of war.
Within this theater of war were a number of distinct
theaters of operation with different threats. Threats from
the Italians included the Western Desert of Egypt and East

Africa. Other theaters of operation included Palestine,




where the threat was Arab-Jewish conflict, and the Persian
Gulf, where the danger was Iraq’s relations with Germany.
There were also very real threats to the theater’s northern
flank with German interest in the Balkans, and Italian
operations against Albania and Greece. Key to the entire
area of responsibility was a communication zone centered on
the Nile Delta and the Suez Canal.

To organize this large area and keep the span of
control reasonable, subordinate commanders were designated
by the Commander in Chief, Middle East. In the Western
Desert, Lieutenant General Richard O’Connor commanded
Western Desert Force against Italian forces in Libya, while
‘Major General William Platt commanded British forces in the
Sudan, facing the Italians in Ethiopia. Commanders
throughout the theater were assigned missions to accorplish
with both operational and strategic objectives. The small
amount of force assigned to the theater had to be juggled
from one theater of operations to another to provide
sufficient mass to defeat an enemy in one area, then quickly
redeploy to another area to face a new threat or fulfill
another task. This use of commanders and limited resources
is a situation faced by American forces in every potential
theater of war today.

Another similarity between this campaign and now is
that of forward-deployed forces. As with U.S. forces

stationed abroad, the British of 1940 had a small force
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forward deployed in Egypt. This force, the 7th Armoured
Division, which had been formed in Egypt in 1938, was seen
as insufficient in its capability to either deter or defeat
an Italian attack from Libya. To provide a margin of
success, the 4th Indian Division was sent to the Western
Desert to strengthen the defense. Additionally, forces also
were deployed from Great Britain and Australia to allow the
potential for offensive operations.

As with any modern deployment, these also were joint
operations involving sealift and air support. Deployments
were not limited to land forces. Additional air assets were
sent to bolster the theater’s ability to defeat an Italian
attack and to support a British counterattack. On arrival
in theﬁter, forces continued to train for combat. The 4th
Indian Division was initially trained and embarked for
action in East Africa. 1Its diversion to the open desert of
Egypt caused it to refocus its training to desert operations
with an attached tank unit.

These operations in 1940-41 were also conducted
under three other conditions American forces face today.
First, British forces throughout the Middle East were
greatly outnumbered by the Italians. Secondly, British
forces held at least a slight technological edge over the
Italians in tanks‘and aircraft along with superior training
and doctrine. And third, operations were conducted in a

logistically austere theater at the end of a long supply
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line that stretched from the United Kingdom, and from
elsewhere in the British Empire. As an example, operations
in the Western Desert were supported by one road and limited
port facilities along the Mediterranean coast. These three
conditions are typical of operations faced by U.S. forces in

the late twentieth century.

Devel t of Britis) 3 Italian F

Before proceeding into the background of the
campaign a short description of how the opposing forées in
this campaign were developed during the inter-war years is
in order. As this is an analysis of the British side of the
campaign, British Army development during the years between
WW I and WW II is emphasized. This is followed by a short
explanation of Italian Army development during the same

period.

British Forces

Throughout the interwar years the writings of the
military theorists B. H. Liddell Hart and J. F. C. Fuller
influenced the decision makers of the British aArmy.
Fuller’s influence began near the end of World War I, when
he proposed a full-scale attack for the spring of 1919 that
would involve the use of tanks on a scale unheard of before,
to strike deep into the German rear area to destroy command

and control and the support base of the front line trOOps.14
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This theory of striking deep into the enemy rear area would
remain a hallmark of Fuller’s ideas throughout this period.
Fuller’s first major work after World War I was the
The Reformation of War, published in 1923. This work set
forth his thoughts on how future war should be fought by
describing possible scenarios and making the case for the
extensive use of the airplane, tank, and poison gas in any
future conflict.l® He also provided details of how the
British Army of the future should be organized from the top
down.l® Fuller also described the two types of tanks for
this future army. One, a fast tank designed to move fast
and strike the enemy’s headquarters and supply and rail
centers while a slower heavily armed tank would move with
the attacking infantry to destroy the frontline troops.17
We will see later how these ideas of Fuller’s were
translated into the equipment and organization of the
British armored force on entering into WW II.

Fuller’s next work, The Foundations of the Science
of War, published in 1926, attempted to develop a systematic
way of studying war, based on basic principles and laws that
could always be applied.18 This book and other publications
and lectures at the British Staff College kept the idea of
mobile armored warfare in the forefront of British Army
professional discussion during the 1920s. It also attracted

a number of other advocates that would influence the
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doctrine and organization of the British Army as it evolved
to what it was in 1940.

Part of Fuller’s influence on doctrine was the
incorporation of his principles of war in Field Service
Regulations (F.S.R.), the official doctrine of the army.
These principles were published in the 1924 edition of
F.S.R. and stayed in regulations through 1929.19 His
influence can also be seen in the British concept of light,
medium and heavy tanks developed in the 1930s.

Debates over the use of tanks continued into the
1930s. The F.S.R. of 1935 show clearly that two separate
tracks had developed in the British Army for the use of
tanks. On one side were the tank advocates who believed in
Fuller’s theories. These officers, particularly Charles
Broad, Percy Hobart, Frederick Pile, and George Lindsay,
championed the cause of armored waffare to replace the
conventional thinking of the past and lead armored

20 On the other side were

formations through the 1930s.
those who believed the tank was important but did not feel a
separate armored force should be developed at the expense of
the army as a whole, which was attempting to motorize the
fofce on the limited budgeté of the 1930s depression years.
Though the tank advocates pushed for all tank
formations, the other leading British theorist of this

period, Liddell Hart maintained a more balanced view of the

tank and its need to work within a combined arms
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organization. 1In a training manual Liddell Hart drafted for
the army after WW I, he incorporated the successful German
tactics of infiltration and use of reserves from the spring
offensives of 1918 and the equally noteworthy Allied tactics
that worked for the Allies at the end of the war.?l 1In
writing this manual Liddell Hart developed his tactical idea
of the "expanding torrent." This idea built on the
penetration attack and called for moving the reserves
quickly behind the successful lead elements to maintain
momentum through the depth of the enemy’s defense. 22 Though
the eventually published Infantry Training was, according to
Liddell Hart, watered down with official language and the
elimination of some diagrams; his basic ideas remained in
the subsequent editions of this manual throughout the
interwar years.23

Jay Luvaas in his book The Education of aan Army,
outlines Liddell Hart’s influence on the army in the 1920s.
Three of his books; Paris or the Future of War, Great
Captains Unveiled, and A Greater Than Napoleon, were
officially recommended for reading in 1927 for the
theoretical preparation of the experimental mechanized
force. Liddell Hart, agreed in concept with Fuller on the
use of tanks and the need to strike deep into the enemy’s
rear area. He differed with Fuller in one major respect:
the use of infantry. Where Fuller was an advocate of all

tank formations, Liddell Hart stressed the need for a more

- 15




combined arms approach with infantry mounted in special
transporter tanks.

Not all of the ideas of Fuller and Liddell Hart were
adopted by the British Army. Conservatism in the higher
echelons of the army was partly responsible; lack of funds
allocated to the army during the early to mid 1930s was also
responsible. With the growing German and Italian threats
Britain began to rearm in the late 30s but did not field its
first armored division, called the "Mobile Division," until
1938. The organization of this division clearly shows the
influence of Fuller. As authorized, this division contained
three armored brigades with seven light tank and two medium
tank battalions with two motorized infantry battalions and
two artillery battalions. At essentially the same time the
British Army also authorized the formation of three army
tank battalions equipped with the heavier infantry tank.24

Though the preparation of the British Army would not
be complete at the start of WW II, it had conducted
exercises throughout the interwar years and had prepared a
doctrine that had been widely discussed and debated
throughout the army. Their first opponents in the Western

Desert were not so fortunate.

Italian Forces

In preparation for the battlefields of WW II the

Italian Army suffered many problems. According to John J.




'T. Sweet in his book Iron Arm: The Mechanization of
Mussolini’s Army, 1920-1940, Italy "... was unable to
provide the economic and industrial basis to build a modern
mechanized army."25 Additionally, the Italians did not have
advocates of the caliber of Fuller and Liddell Hart. Sweet,
however, throughout his book, persuasively makes the case
that the Italian officer corps did study, experiment with,
and understand the theories of armored warfare. Throughout
the 19208 the Italians had a doctrine based on infantry
tactics. This called for the infantry to be made up of an
assault wave, reserve wave, and an exploitation force that
included cavalry. Artillery, machine guns, and tanks
supported the attack by dealing with resistance.?® The
doctrinal use of tanks in the Italian Army changed in the
19308; however, during maneuvers in Libya in 1938, the tank
battalions attached to the infantry divisions acted only as
infantry support.27

By 1927 tanks were still viewed as support for the
infantry though they were to be used in mass and in depth.
Antitank defenses were addressed with the use of cannon,
high powered rifles, and mines. Tank versus tank combat was
not discussed.?® This basic doctrine continued until 1935,
when new manuals called for a war of maneuver with bold
action and initiative. Unfortunately, no new tactics were
introduced.29 In 1938, however, a major shift took place in

Italian doctrine. Tanks in support of infantry divisions
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still continued their role of fire support, but tanks
assigned to the newly authorized armored divisions were
clearly for use in maneuver against an enemy flank or an
overwhelming attack to penetrate the enemy frontline. This
doctrine did have defects. Antitank guns remained the
primary method of dealing with enemy tanks, with little
mention of tanks taking on enemy tanks.30 This was the
doctrine the Italian Army was ready to implement when it
declared war in June 1940.

How the British and Italian armies implemented their
doctrines will be seen in the campaign description in

Chapter Three.
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CHAPTER TWO
THE STRATEGIC OVERVIEW

Great Britain’s strategic outlook on the day Italy
declared war was grave. Britain’s close ally, France, was
preparing to seek an armistice with Germany as Italian
forces invaded along the Riviera coast. Most of the British
Army was safely evacuated from Dunkirk; however, its heavy
equipment was abandoned on the beaches. Throughout the
world Britain faced a'number of threats and faced them
alone. 1In anticipation of a French collapse, the British
Chiefs of Staff prepared a written estimate in mid-May.

The underlying assumption of this estimate,
discussed bf the Cabinet on 27 May was a complete collapse
of French resistance and their eventual armistice with the
Germans. With this eventuality the British chiefs believed
Italy would enter the war. Without French interference, the
chiefs estimaﬁed the Italians would threaten Malta,
Gilbraltar, and Egypt. Based on this, the German blockade
of the British Isles, and the need to keep part of the Royal
Navy in the Far East, the Chiefs of Staff thought they could
not control the eastern and western Mediterranean Sea.

Their original strategy was for the French fleet to take

19




care of the western Mediterranean while the British fleet
based out of Egypt, controlled the eastern Mediterranean.
This strategy was now clearly untenable. Additionally, the
chiefs believed all of the French North African coast from
Algeria to Morocco, the Balkans, and the Iberian peninsula
would come under enemy domination.l

Concerning the war with Germany, the chiefs thought
the Germans would use three basic methods to defeat Great
Britain. First, air attacks to destroy civilian morale.
Secondly, attacks on shippihg and ports to starve the-
nation. AFinally, invasion of the United Kingdom itself to
-end the war. To counter this, the Chiefs of Staff would
continue the blockade of Germany while.waiting for help from
the rest of thg Empire. Key to this strategy was continued
financial and economic help from the United States. With
this combined Empire and American help the chiefs believed
they could eventually wear the Germans down. On the Far
Eastern froﬁt, the Chiefs of Staff believed the Japanese
would try to exploit any opportunity created by the French
collapse. The chiefs further stated that it would be
impossible to reinforce the fleet in the Far East and that
the United Kingdom would have to depend on the United States
to counter Japanese opportunism.2

Once the French finally surrendered on 22 June 1940,

Great Britain had to face very serious results. One major

concern was the disposition of the French fleet. The

20




British wanted the French Navy to either join them to
continue the fight or sail the ships to British ports and
have the crews repatriated to France. If the French felt
they could not do that, the British wanted the fleet to sail
to American waters for internment. Above all, the British
did not want the French fleet to fall into German hands for
possible use against them. Through a series of negotiations
the French and British came to an impasse and on 3 July the
British attacked the French fleet in the harbor of Oran in
Algeria. In Alexandria, Egypt, the French admiral stationed
there agreed to disable his ships and repatriate the crews
back to France. Continuing their objective of keeping the
French fleet rémoved from German hands, the British attacked
and seriously damaged a French battleship in the West
African port of Dakar on 8 July. Additionally French shibs
in the Caribbean eventually were removed from the war with
the assistance of United States negotiations.3 Though this
episode caused great damage to Anglo-French relations, it
did remove a powerful naval threat from the Mediterranean
and prevented a possibly dangerous reinforcement of the
German fleet for a tighter blockade or invasion of the
British Isles.

Other consequences of the French defeat and Italian
entry into the war were the closing of the Mediterranean to
through traffic and the contrul of Dakar by Vichy French

forces. Strategically, the closure of the Mediterranean

- 21




